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CHAPTER I 
 INTRODUCTION 
African American adolescents (ages 12-18) residing in low-income, urban, 
neighborhoods face numerous stressors related to poverty (Felner, 2005), 
exposure to violence (Overstreet, 2000), and racial discrimination (Clark, 
Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999) among other things.  The experience of these 
stressors can lead to adverse outcomes such as high school drop-out (Jimerson, 
Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000), gang involvement (Eitle, Gunkel, & Van 
Gundy, 2004; Garbarino, 2001), teen pregnancy (Harding, 2003), and 
internalizing and externalizing disorders (McGee, 2003).  While there are 
numerous risk factors facing urban African American adolescents and negative 
outcomes associated with these risk factors, many adolescents do not succumb to 
these stressors and are able to do well in spite of these factors.  
Currently, there is paucity of research examining the individual and 
community level factors that promote resilience and positive mental health in 
general and thriving more specifically, among African American adolescents.  
Contributing to the limited research is the fact that many of the studies including 
African American youth are framed from a deficit perspective (Swanson & 
Spencer, 2002).  This approach emphasizes the weaknesses of youth without 
acknowledging the strengths these adolescents, their families, and communities 
may possess.  If we do not have a thorough understanding of the individual and 
community level factors that support resilience and thriving, we may be missing 
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some of the most powerful solutions to the current problems these adolescent 
face.   
Despite the limited research on protective factors for African American 
adolescents, we do know that religiosity (Blaine & Crocker, 1995) and social 
support (Hammack, Richards, Luo, Edlynn, & Roy, 2004) work to protect African 
American youth from negative impacts of stressors.  However, while research 
shows that religiosity and spirituality result in positive outcomes for youth (Rew 
& Wong, 2006) more research is needed to understand how these factors promote 
thriving (King & Furrow, 2008).  Additionally, there is little empirical research on 
thriving in general (Benson & Scales, 2009; Dowling, Gestsdottir, Anderson, von 
Eye, & Lerner, 2003; King, et al., 2005; Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003; 
Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 2000).  Research focused specifically on 
thriving among African American adolescents is even more limited (Taylor, et al., 
2005).  It is essential to understand thriving processes among these youth in order 
to effectively support positive youth development among African American 
adolescents.  This dissertation study uses the Transactional Ecological Model 
along with principles from the Positive Youth Development (PYD) literature to 
examine factors that contribute to thriving for African American adolescents.  In 
addition, this study examines stressors that many urban African American 
adolescents experience in order to understand how these stressors affect thriving.  
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Guiding Framework 
Transactional-Ecological Framework  
 The transactional-ecological Framework serves as the primary framework 
that guides the hypotheses of the proposed relationships between the variables in 
this study.  The transactional-ecological framework looks at adolescent 
developmental outcomes while considering youth’s personal relationships and the 
various ecological contexts that influence adolescents (Felner, 2005).  Felner 
developed the transactional-ecological framework by combining elements of the 
transactional model (Sameroff & Chandler, 1975; Sameroff & Fiese, 1989) and 
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  The transactional 
model, developed by Sameroff and colleagues (1975), was created to guide 
prevention aimed at improving the development of adolescents.  This model 
focuses on processes related to development that lead to resiliency or negative 
outcomes (Sameroff & Chandler, 1975).  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) bioecological 
model is based on the theory that development is shaped by a child’s continuous 
interactions with his or her dynamic environments.  This bioecological model is 
centered on contexts that are nested within one another (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).   
 Three of the systems specified by the bioecological model are relevant to 
the transactional-ecological model.  Microsystems make up the first level of the 
bioecological model and consist of factors that form the primary contexts, such as 
families, in which youth develop (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Mesosystems represent 
the interactions between the settings that an individual is a part of 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), such as a child’s church and family.  Finally, 
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macrosystems are broad contexts, such as societies, which influence all aspects of 
individual development; individuals do not interact directly with factors in their 
macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  All of the systems in the bioecological 
model are hypothesized to work together to shape developmental outcomes.  
 Felner’s (2005) transactional-ecological model emphasizes the dynamic 
interactions that shape both positive and negative development—as indicated in 
the transactional model—and the various contextual systems that influence each 
other and adolescent development, as outlined in the bioecological model.  The 
transactional-ecological model postulates that distal ecological factors, defined as 
environmental characteristics (e.g. socioeconomic status), affect development 
through more proximal factors, elements of a person’s environment that he or she 
interacts with and influences (e.g. a religious organization or neighborhood 
characteristics), which directly influence youth.  Distal factors, which are part of a 
person’s macrosystem influence individuals through more proximal factors.  
These proximal factors may be a part of an adolescent’s mesosystem or 
microsystem.  The transactional-ecological model also accounts for the fact that 
some individual factors may positively influence developmental outcomes while 
others may combine to produce negative results.   
 This dissertation study focuses on positive outcomes in the context of 
positive and negative individual and ecological factors present in the lives of 
African American adolescents.  The rationale for focusing solely on positive 
outcomes and emphasizing positive factors comes from the positive youth 
development (PYD) literature, which is reviewed briefly below.  
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Positive Youth Development (PYD)  
 PYD promotes the perspective that all youth have assets, talents, the 
ability to develop successfully, and contribute to society (Damon, 2004; Lerner, et 
al., 2003; Lerner, Almerigi, Theokas, & Lerner, 2005).  The PYD literature argues 
that if youth are surrounded by supportive and positive contexts, these contexts 
will make it more likely that youth with thrive (Lerner, et al., 2005).  PYD 
literature focuses on positive outcomes as opposed to negative ones (Catalano, 
Hawkins, Berglund, Pollard, & Arthur, 2002).  This approach to understanding 
adolescent development fits nicely with the transactional ecological model 
because it accounts for individual and contextual influences in the lives of 
adolescents.  Using PYD along with the transactional ecological model supports 
the examination of the strengths and assets of urban African American 
adolescents in the context of the risk factors they are exposed to.  
The goal of this study was to examine naturally occurring factors, which 
are commonly present in the lives of African American adolescents (i.e. 
religiosity, religious support, racial identity, and communalism) that promote 
thriving among these adolescents.  Further, I examine how stressors that many 
urban African American adolescents face (i.e. exposure to violence and racial 
discrimination) may negatively influence thriving.  
 
Thriving 
Thriving refers both to the lack of problem behaviors and 
psychopathology as well as the presence of positive development and well being 
(Scales, et al., 2000).  Thriving is the outcome for this study because it 
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emphasizes optimal functioning.  Thriving is conceptualized as manifestation of 
PYD (Benson & Scales, 2009) and is considered to be a characteristic of 
development that can be assessed among diverse populations of adolescents 
(King, et al., 2005).  Benson and Scales (2009) initially theorized that there were 
eight markers of thriving among young people in addition to a number of other 
markers that an adolescents’ environment contributes to thriving.  The eight 
markers of thriving among young people were spark identification, positive 
emotions, stability/growth of spark, motivation, purpose, hopeful future, prosocial 
orientation, and spiritual development.  
Benson and Scales (2009) theorized that a thriving orientation is reflected 
by the presence of thriving markers.  The markers of thriving generalize across 
domains as opposed to being domain specific.  The first marker is “spark 
identification,” which involves an adolescent identifying something he or she is 
passionate about and intrinsically motivated to engage in.  Having a passion is 
thought to be essential for thriving because it helps to provide a driving energy, 
which leads to adaptive development over time.  Benson and Scales (2009) 
conducted a preliminary study on thriving that used data from a nationally 
representative telephone sample of youth between 12 and 17 years; the sample 
was composed of 76% white, 12% Hispanic, and 9% African American 
participants.  The findings of this preliminary study demonstrated that participants 
who identified having a passion, received significantly higher scores on a range of 
positive developmental outcomes than those who did not identify a spark (Benson 
& Scales, 2009).   
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Positive emotions is the second marker and reflects an adolescent’s 
positive attitude and optimistic outlook on life.  The third marker of a thriving 
orientation examines whether the young person has made efforts to develop their 
spark or passion over 12 months.  This is thought to be significant because the 
growth and development of sparks also reflect thriving.  Motivation, the fourth 
thriving marker, reflects adolescents’ attitudes towards challenges and their 
intrinsic drive to pursue their passions.  Purpose is a marker that reflects a young 
person’s sense of his or her life meaning and desire to “make a positive difference 
in the world” (p.97).  The sixth marker, hopeful future, indicates whether the 
youth believes he or she will have a “happy and successful future” (p. 97).  
Prosocial orientation, another thriving orientation marker, reflects whether a 
young person views helping others as a “personal responsibility” and assesses 
whether he or she plans to participate in community service in the following year 
(p. 97).  The final thriving orientation indicator is spiritual development in which 
adolescents “affirm the importance of a sacred or transcendent force and their 
faith or spirituality in shaping everyday thoughts and actions” (p. 97).  
Adolescence is an important time for spiritual development (King & Boyatzis, 
2004).  Spiritual development is thought to relate to thriving because spiritual 
experiences may help youth to internalize the norms defined by the church 
(Smith, 2003).  In addition, among African American college students, spirituality 
is positively related to academic achievement (Walker & Dixon, 2002).  
These thriving indicators relate to future positive outcomes among 
adolescents and capture the functioning of adolescents across domains (Benson & 
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Scales, 2009).  Thriving is thought to be a dynamic characteristic that changes 
across the lifespan (Lerner et al., 2003; Theokas et al., 2005) and in this study the 
presence of the thriving indicators will be taken to reflect thriving at the time of 
the study and will also be thought to reflect the developmental path that youth are 
on (Benson & Scales, 2009).  Further, Benson and Scales (2009) argue that youth 
should be considered to be “more or less ‘thriving oriented’” rather than thriving 
or not (p. 90).  Individual and ecological assets are thought to work together to 
increase thriving among adolescents (Theokas, et al., 2005) and both of these 
types of factors are being assessed in this study. 
Following their 2009 study, Benson and Scales synthesized the 
aforementioned eight markers of thriving into six markers, which I included in 
this study.  For the current study, 39 items were used to assess these six thriving 
indicators: spark identification and motivation, positive emotionality, openness to 
challenge and discovery, hopeful purpose, moral and prosocial orientation, and 
spiritual development.  The six markers examined in this study were developed 
based on the previous eight markers but were slightly renamed and in one case 
combined based on Benson and Scales’ assessment of the performance of the 
markers in a previous study (Scales, Personal Communication, October 8, 2010).  
Overall, these thriving orientation markers reflect thriving at a given time as well 
as a positive future developmental trajectory. The indicators are relevant to a 
number of domains and thought to be nurtured by positive relations with adults 
(Scales and Benson, 2009).  In this dissertation study, it is hypothesized that the 
following four factors: religiosity, religious support, racial identity and 
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communalism, contribute to a strong thriving orientation among African 
American adolescents.  
Assets and Protective Factors 
Religiosity  
  Religiosity is defined as “an individual’s degree of adherence to the 
beliefs, doctrines and practices of a religion” (Mattis & Jagers, 2001, p. 522).  
Religiosity can have a positive impact on the lives of youth (Regnerus & Elder, 
2003).  In general, it positively affects attitudes and behaviors of adolescents 
(Rew & Wong, 2006).  Attending church influences youth by defining social 
expectations and providing a community to enforce those expectations (Donahue 
& Benson, 1995; Johnson, Jang, Li, & Spencer 2000).  Religiosity works to 
promote positive development as well as protect against stressors among 
adolescents (Donahue & Benson, 1995; Ebstyne King & Furrow, 2004; Furrow, 
King, & White, 2004; King & Furrow, 2008; Regnerus, 2003).  Specifically, it 
appears that religiosity can aid youth as they cope with both social and emotional 
aspects of their lives (Blaine & Crocker, 1995).  Further, Black people, including 
adolescents, tend to be particularly religious (Ball, Armistead, & Austin, 2003; 
Blaine & Crocker, 1995; Rew & Wong, 2006).     
Engagement in religion helps African American youth to endorse 
prosocial values (Mattis & Jagers, 2001).  Youth who report higher religious 
salience are more likely to report civic engagement and participation in 
extracurricular activities (Kerestes, Youniss, & Metz, 2004).  Additionally, 
research has found that religious youth are able to cope with stress more 
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effectively than non-religious youth (King & Furrow, 2008).  Finally, higher 
levels of religiosity were associated with better psychological functioning (Ball, et 
al., 2003) and engaging in safer sex at a later age (McCree, Wingood, 
DiClemente, Davies, & Harrington, 2003) among African American female 
adolescents.  
Religiosity affects youth not only because of the belief in a higher power 
but also because of the social capital adolescents access as members of church 
communities (Johnson, Jang, Li, & Larson, 2000; Smith, 2003).  Youth involved 
in churches gain access to a community of supportive, non-familial adults (King 
& Furrow, 2008).  Adolescents engaged in religious organizations often have the 
opportunity to develop life skills as they are provided with leadership 
opportunities and interact with positive role models (Smith, 2003).  Black 
churches commonly serve as surrogate or extended families for their members 
(Donahue & Benson, 1995; Mattis & Jagers, 2001).  It is likely that religiosity 
works to promote thriving among African American adolescents in part through 
the social support youth receive in religious congregations.   
While there is evidence that religiosity leads to positive outcomes among 
youth in general, there is a paucity of research linking religiosity to thriving 
specifically (Dowling, et al., 2004). Dowling and colleagues (2004) used 
quantitative archival data, which involved a national sample of youth 
(predominantly European American) to examine the structural relationship 
between thriving, spirituality, and religiosity.  They found a direct link between 
religiosity and thriving.  Additionally, the relationship between moral outcomes—
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conceptualized as empathic concern, perspective taking, and altruism—and 
religious involvement is mediated by relationships with adults, parents, and peers 
in church (King & Furrow, 2008).  In the current study, it is hypothesized that the 
relation between religiosity and thriving is partially mediated by religious support.  
Religious Support 
Adolescents involved in church are likely to receive support from the 
adults and peers in that setting (King & Furrow, 2008).  Religious support is 
thought to be linked to church attendance but is not the same thing (Fiala, et al., 
2002).  Religious support involves receiving social support through being 
connected with a religious congregation (Pargament, 1997).  Social support is a 
protective factor for youth that can enhance adaptation (Bowen, 1996; DuBois, et 
al., 2002) and buffer against stressors (Hammack, et al., 2004; Li, Nussbaum, & 
Richards, 2007; Paxton, Robinson, Shah, & Schoeny, 2004).  In general, 
perceived social support is also directly related to racial identity and self-esteem 
among urban African American adolescents (Gaylord-Harden, Ragsdale, 
Mandara, Richards, & Petersen, 2007).  This dissertation study assessed support 
adolescents may be receiving from church members, church leaders, and God 
(Fiala, Bjorck, & Gorsuch, 2002).  It is hypothesized that religious support will 
partially mediate the relation between religiosity and thriving for African 
American adolescents.  
Black churches often serve as supportive communities for their members.  
Thus, it is likely that adolescents involved in these congregations are positively 
affected by the social support they receive from adults in this setting.  When 
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adolescents have relationships with caring adults, these relationships are thought 
to increase their developmental assets, which lead to thriving (Scales, Benson, & 
Mannes, 2006; Scales, Leffert, & Vraa, 2003).  One study found that youth who 
engaged in religious organizations reported more support from, and positive 
relationships with, non-familial adults than adolescents not engaged in such 
settings (Scales et al., 2006).  There is limited research on the effects of social 
support provided to adolescents in religious settings.  However, given that social 
support is an important element present in religious institutions (Brega & 
Coleman, 1999) it is likely that many adolescents involved in such institutions 
receive support from the adults in their congregations and experience the positive 
effects of such support.  
Racial Identity  
When exploring protective factors for African American adolescents, it is 
important to consider culturally-specific factors that may influence thriving.  
Possessing a positive racial identity is one such factor that may help to promote 
thriving in the lives of African American adolescents.  Adolescence is a time 
when all youth develop their identities and when African American adolescents 
develop race-related identities, which is an important aspect of development for 
these youth (Caldwell, Zimmerman, Bernat, Sellers, & Notaro, 2002).   
African American racial identity has been conceptualized in several ways.  
One prominent conceptualization is as a progression of stages.  Cross’s (1991) 
nigresence theory of identity development, which was updated from the theory he 
developed in 1971 proposed that African Americans progress through five stages 
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related to their racial identity on their way to developing a healthy racial identity 
(Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  
Another approach to examining racial identities, termed the “mainstream” 
approach, focuses on exploring the similarities and differences of identity 
development across groups (Sellers, et al., 1998).  Sellers and colleagues (1998) 
propose a multidimensional model of racial identity (MMRI), which considers 
four dimensions of racial identity: salience, centrality, regard, and ideology.  The 
MMRI posits that racial salience is the extent to which an individual considers his 
or her race in any given situation (Sellers, et al., 1998).  Racial centrality refers to 
how an individual defines him or herself as being a member of a racial group 
(Sellers, et al., 1998).  Racial regard examines how an individual views their 
racial group (positively or negatively) and how he or she perceives the world 
views the group (Sellers, et al., 1998).  The final dimension of the MMRI is 
ideology, which “represents the person’s philosophy about the ways in which 
African Americans should live and interact with society” (Sellers, et al., 1998, p. 
27).  The MMRI model was used in the exploration of racial identity in this 
dissertation study because of its focus on African American identity development 
and its comprehensiveness.  Racial centrality along with private and public racial 
regard were the three components of racial identity assessed in this study.   
Racial identity serves as a protective factor and also promotes positive 
mental health. Researchers have found that possessing a salient racial identity has 
been linked to well-being (Seaton, Scottham, & Sellers, 2006) and positive mental 
health.  Racial identity is also inversely related to risky behavior (Brook & Pahl, 
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2005; Caldwell, Kohn-Wood, Schmeelk-Cone, Chavous, & Zimmerman, 2004; 
Caldwell, et al., 2002) and perceived stress (Caldwell, et al., 2002).  Further, 
possessing a positive racial identity buffers the risk for drug use among African 
American young adults (Brook & Pahl, 2005) and is inversely related to 
depressive symptoms for African American youth (Gaylord-Harden, et al., 2007).  
Additionally, among adolescents, strong identification with a racial group is 
related to high self-esteem (Phinney, 1992), confidence, and feelings of having a 
purpose in life (Martinez & Dukes, 1997).  Ethnic identity has also been linked to 
perceived self-efficacy, prosocial attitudes, academic efficacy, and career efficacy 
(Smith, Walker, Fields, Brookins, & Seay, 1999).   
For African American adolescents, positive private regard of one’s racial 
group is related to positive self-esteem (Rowley, Sellers, Chavous, & Smith, 
1998) and positive psychological functioning (Sellers, Copeland-Linder, Martin, 
& Lewis, 2006).  In contrast, possessing a racial identity that is less salient is 
thought to be related to negative outcomes (Caldwell, et al., 2004).  In one study, 
having a strong sense of group membership, or salient racial identity, was found 
to buffer the stress related to racial discrimination for African American males 
(Caldwell, et al., 2004).   
Racial identity is another factor that has not been linked directly to 
thriving, however, given the demonstrated positive effects of possessing a positive 
racial identity it is conceivable that this factor would predict thriving among 
African American adolescents.  In this study, having a central racial identity, 
having a positive private regard for African Americans, and believing there is a 
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positive public regard for African Americans were hypothesized to predict higher 
levels of thriving.  
Communalism  
Communalism is an important traditional African value and a core value 
within African American communities (Mattis, et al., 2004; Woods & Jagers, 
2003).  Boykin, Jagers, Ellison and Albury (1997) define communalism as 
follows:  
Communalism denotes awareness of the fundamental interdependence of people. 
One's orientation is social rather than being directed toward objects. There is 
overriding importance attached to social bonds and social relationships. One acts 
in accordance with the notion that duty to one's social group is more important 
than individual rights and privileges. Hence, one's identity is tied to group 
membership rather than individual status and possessions. Sharing is promoted 
because it affirms the importance of social interconnectedness. Self-centeredness 
and individual greed are frowned upon (p. 411). 
 
Communalism is closely related to collectivism (Jagers & Mock, 1995), in which 
people consider the family, instead of the individual, as the core unit of society 
(Lukwago, Kreuter, Bucholtz, Holt, & Clark, 2001).  While collectivism is similar 
to communalism and has been identified as an Afrocentric value (Cokley, 2005), 
examining collectivism is often used in the etic approach, which seeks to compare 
and contrast varying levels of individualism and collectivism across cultures 
(Jagers & Mock, 1995).  Focusing on communalism is thought to reflect an emic 
approach (Jagers & Mock, 1995).  Emic studies explore group-specific factors 
and are not interested in cross-cultural comparisons (Jagers & Mock, 1995).  
Given the study’s sole focus on African American adolescents and examination of 
factors emerging in this group, communalism will be examined instead of 
collectivism.  Additionally, given that communalism is closely related to 
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collectivism (Jagers & Mock, 1995), it is appropriate to only use one of these 
constructs.  
 Communalism is thought to exert a positive effect on African Americans.  
Specifically, findings from one study indicated African American boys who 
endorsed more communalism were less likely to report engaging in violent 
behavior (Jagers, Sydnor, Mouttapa, & Flay, 2007). More generally, acceptance 
of Afrocentric values is also related to lower levels of delinquency (Jagers & 
Mock, 1993).  Additional support for the positive effects of communalism come 
from a study in which moral reasoning was significantly and directly related to 
communal values (Woods & Jagers, 2003).  Communalism is also inversely 
related to the use of externalizing coping strategies, which are thought to be 
driven by emotion or anger, among African American adolescents (Scott Jr, 
2003).  Unfortunately, there is no research linking communalism to thriving 
specifically, nor much research linking communalism to positive outcomes in 
general.  However, given that communalism involves an emphasis on connection 
to others as well as a focus on the needs of the group over individual needs, it is 
plausible that communalism would help to promote thriving.   
Stressors and Risk Factors 
While the focus of this study is on the positive outcomes among African 
American adolescents and the factors that help youth to achieve these outcomes, it 
is still important to consider these positive developmental processes in the context 
of stressors.  Risk factors are prevalent in the lives of many urban African 
American adolescents and often lead to negative outcomes.  In this study, 
 
 
 
26 
exposure to violence and racial discrimination were examined as stressors that 
may lower the levels of thriving among African American adolescents.  These 
two stressors were chosen for this study because many African American 
adolescents report experiencing both exposure to violence (Buka, Stichick, 
Birdthistle, & Earls, 2001) and racial discrimination (Sellers et al., 2006).  
Additionally, examining both of these risk factors enables the exploration of both 
contextual and individual stressors that these youth may face.  
Exposure to Violence 
  Exposure to violence involves witnessing violence, being a victim of 
violence, or knowing someone who is the victim of violence (Overstreet, 2000).  
Children who are poor and reside in low-income neighborhoods are more likely to 
be exposed to violence than children from families with higher socioeconomic 
status (Overstreet, 2000; Salzinger, Feldman, Stockhammer, & Hood, 2002).  
Additionally, African American adolescents report more exposure to violence 
than other groups (Buka, Stichick, Birdthistle, & Earls, 2001; Salzinger, et al., 
2002).  Witnessing or being the victim of community violence can negatively 
influence behavior; thus, it is important to consider the effects of exposure to 
violence on adolescent development.  
 Exposure to violence negatively influences children and adolescents’ 
behavioral, social, and emotional functioning (Margolin, 2004; Ozer, 2005).  
Specifically, exposure to violence causes internalizing and externalizing problems 
(Li, et al., 2007; McGee, 2003; Youngstrom, Weist, & Albus, 2003) and increases 
the likelihood that youth will endorse and engage in violent behavior (Buka, et al., 
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2001; Gorman-Smith & Tolan, 1998; Hill & Madhere, 1996).  Further, exposure 
to violence has long lasting negative behavioral and psychological effects on 
youth (Overstreet, 2000).  Exposure to violence has also been directly linked to 
reports of depressive symptoms among urban adolescents (Gorman-Smith & 
Tolan, 1998; Hill, Levermore, Twaite, & Jones, 1996; Hill & Madhere, 1996).   
Research on the effect exposure to violence has on positive outcomes for 
adolescents is sparse but one study found that exposure to violence was linked to 
lower levels of prosocial behavior (McMahon et al., Under Review).  There is 
also evidence that exposure to violence negatively influences school performance 
(Bowen & Bowen, 1999).  Exposure to violence was considered here as a 
contextual risk factor that may have been negatively associated with the thriving 
of African American adolescents.   
Racial Discrimination 
 Racial discrimination is a another stressor that many African American 
adolescents report experiencing (Sellers, et al., 2006).  Racial discrimination is 
one manifestation of racism (Harrell, 2000), which for African Americans is 
rooted in the legacy of devaluing African Americans and their culture that began 
during the chattel slavery period in the USA during the 18th and 19th centuries.  
Adolescence is a time when African Americans begin to experience racial 
discrimination at increased rates (Sellers, et al., 2006).  Although race is socially 
constructed, racism is a real stressor (Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999).  
While, most research on the effects of racial discrimination among African 
Americans has been conducted on adult populations, the limited research 
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conducted with adolescents has demonstrated the negative effects of perceived 
discrimination on African American adolescent outcomes (Sellers, et al., 2006).  
Additionally, in one study about perceived racial discrimination among African 
American adolescents, the majority of participants reported experiencing racial 
discrimination (Sellers, et al., 2006).   
 The stress associated with racism can lead to mental health problems and 
lower levels of well being among African American adolescents (Branscombe, 
Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999; Sellers, et al., 2006).  The experience of racism has also 
been linked to greater levels of psychological distress (Broman, Mavaddat, & 
Hsu, 2000; Fisher, Wallace, & Fenton, 2000) and lower self-esteem (Verkuyten, 
1998).  Further, African American young adults who experience racism are more 
likely to engage in violent behavior (Caldwell, et al., 2004).  Additionally, in a 
sample of African American adolescents, higher scores on a scale assessing the 
experience of everyday discrimination were linked to both internalizing and 
externalizing symptoms (Clark, Coleman, & Novak, 2004).  Further, experiencing 
racial discrimination at school has also been linked to lower school performance 
(Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003).    
Similar to the research on exposure to violence, there is a paucity of 
studies examining the influence of racial discrimination on positive life outcomes 
for adolescents.  Although a relationship between racial discrimination and 
thriving has not yet been established in the literature, it is conceivable that the 
negative effects of this stressor might limit thriving.  In this dissertation study, 
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perceived racial discrimination was conceptualized as a stressor that is inversely 
related to thriving.   
Figure 1 displays the proposed model, which depicts the hypothesized 
relationships examined in this dissertation study.  Specifically, religiosity is 
directly related to religious support and thriving; religious support is also directly 
related to thriving.  Racial identity and communalism are also directly linked to 
thriving and exposure to violence and racial discrimination are inversely related to 
thriving.   
 
Figure 1. Proposed Theoretical Model 
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Protective Factors  
Racial identity was also conceptualized as a protective factor that buffers 
against the negative effects of racial discrimination on thriving.  Figure 2 depicts 
the moderation model that was analyzed.  There is mixed evidence regarding the 
ways in which racial identity serves as a moderator for racial discrimination.  
Youth who are in the process of exploring their ethnic identities have been found 
to be more at risk for experiencing negative effects of discrimination (Greene, 
Way, & Pahl, 2006).  However, possessing both a strong identification with a 
person’s racial group along with a critical consciousness about racism and 
discrimination is thought to buffer against the stress of racial discrimination 
(Quintana, 2007).  Additionally, possessing a positive ethnic identity was found to 
buffer the effects of discrimination by peers on self-esteem (Greene et al., 2006).  
Further, one study found that African American adolescents who reported feeling 
that other races had more negative views of black people experienced more racial 
discrimination but less stress related to this discrimination than those who did not 
report feeling that other groups had negative views of African Americans (Sellers, 
et al., 2006).  Taken together, these findings indicate that having an established 
(i.e. central) and affirmative (i.e. positive regard) racial identity serves as a 
protective factor for youth.  In this study, it was hypothesized that higher 
centrality, more positive private regard, and less positive public regard would 
combine to buffer the effects of exposure to violence on thriving. 
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Figure 2. Proposed Moderation Model 
 
Rationale 
The purpose of this dissertation study is to examine strengths and 
resources that are commonly present among African American adolescents and 
their communities and to explore how these resources can be harnessed to help 
youth thrive in spite of stressors.  Specifically, this study utilized the 
transactional-ecological framework along with PYD principles to examine how 
religiosity, religious support, racial identity, and communalism work to promote 
thriving among African American youth in the context of exposure to violence 
and racial discrimination.   
In order to create sustainable and effective solutions to support positive 
youth development for African American adolescents, it is necessary to 
understand the protective factors and assets that promote thriving among youth in 
the face of problems.  Understanding and harnessing the strengths of these youth 
and their communities will allow us to promote thriving among youth who might 
otherwise be at-risk for negative outcomes.  
 
Racial 
Identity  
Thriving  
Racial 
Discrimin
ation  
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Statement of Hypotheses  
Hypothesis I.  Religiosity, religious support, communalism, and racial identity 
will be significantly and directly related to thriving among African American 
adolescents.  Additionally, exposure to violence and racial discrimination will be 
significantly and inversely related to thriving.  The proposed model will produce 
good fit with the data.  
Ia.  The relation between religiosity and thriving will be partially mediated by 
religious support.  
Hypothesis II.  Racial identity will moderate the relation between racial 
discrimination and thriving.  
 
CHAPTER II 
METHOD 
 This study was conducted in collaboration with five Black Christian 
churches in different neighborhoods on the south side of Chicago, IL.  The 
majority of members at the collaborating churches are African American or of 
African descent.  The churches range in size from 300 members to about 20,000 
members.  The churches vary in terms of denomination (e.g., Baptist, United 
Church of Christ, African Methodist Episcopal Zion, Non-denominational), the 
styles of worship and how socially and theologically conservative or liberal they 
are.  The decision was made to collect data with youth at churches because of the 
focus on religiosity and religious support and a desire to understand a population 
of youth who were most likely to endorse both of these factors.  Additionally, 
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schools are often only open to research that examines educational outcomes and 
this study does not.  These five churches were chosen because I had a relationship 
or knew someone who was connected to leaders at each of these churches; these 
connections helped to facilitate the collaboration.  
Church Profiles  
 Martin Temple African Methodist Episcopal Zion (A.M.E. Zion) Church 
has approximately 300 members.  The motto of Martin Temple is “Do No Harm, 
Do Good, and Stay In Love With God.”  The church has three ministries 
dedicated to youth in addition to hosting other activities for youth throughout the 
year.  
 New Beginnings Church of Chicago is a non-denominational African 
American church located in a 42,000 square feet facility, and the church has over 
2,500 members.  The mission of this church is “To turn people from Chicago, 
America, and the World into fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ.”  New 
Beginnings holds services for youth regularly and has a junior high ministry and 
teen ministry.  
 Salem Baptist Church has over 20,000 members and the primary place of 
worship seats 10,000 people.  The church’s primary focus is to “provide spiritual, 
social and community outreach that uplifts and helps individuals in their walk 
with Christ.”  Salem Baptist has a large service dedicated to youth every Sunday 
and 13 youth ministries. 
 Third Baptist Church of Chicago has about 500 members and is located in 
a 57,000 square feet building where they worship and hold events and meetings.  
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The mission of this church is “To be the Lord’s Great House, living out the 
Greatest Commandment and fulfilling the Great Commission.”  The Youth 
Ministry Council is Third Baptist’s main ministry dedicated to youth.  The Youth 
Ministry Council sponsors a number of events for the youth throughout the year, 
which focus on a number of topics.  Youth at this church also participate in youth 
dance, mime, and choir ministries.  
 Trinity United Church of Christ (Trinity) is one of the few African 
American churches within the United Church of Christ denomination, which is 
predominately European American. The motto of Trinity is “unashamedly black 
and unapologetically Christian.”  Trinity has approximately 12,000 members from 
across Chicago and surroundings suburbs.  Trinity has 10 youth ministries, which 
focus on a range of things from dancing to rites of passage.  Trinity also has 
services 4-5 times a year that are partially led by youth and are specifically for 
children and youth; these services take place at the same time as the 11am service 
on Sundays. 
Participants  
There were 152 youth from five churches that participated in this study.  
Most of the youth participants attended Trinity (46%), 22% of the youth attended 
Third Baptist Church, 16% attended Salem Baptist Church, 11% attended New 
Beginnings Church and 5% attended Martin Temple A.M.E. Zion Church.  Youth 
ranged in age from 11-19 years old.  The majority of participants were high 
school age; 74% were between the ages of 14 and 18.  There were more female 
(60%) than male (40%) participants.  In terms of racial background, 91% of 
 
 
 
35 
participants indicated they were African American, 7% indicated they were bi- or 
multi-racial and were part African American, 2% indicated that they were “other” 
and one participant reported being Native American.   
Participants reported coming from a range of family compositions.  Thirty 
percent reported living with both of their biological parents, 34% reported living 
with one parent, and 15% reported living with one parent and one stepparent.  The 
remainder of the participants reported living with both parents separately, foster 
parents, adoptive parents, or other family members.   
The percentage of youth in this study living with two parents is higher 
than the national averages for African Americans.  According to the 2010 U.S. 
Census, about 13% of African American children live in husband-wife 
households, approximately 17% of African American children live in female-
headed households, while only 3% live in male-headed households (Lofquist, 
Lugaila, O'Connell, & Feliz, 2012).  Overall, participants indicated their mothers 
had achieved high levels of education with 29% reporting that their mother had 
completed graduate school, 30% reporting their mother had completed college, 
and 24% reporting that their mother completed some college.  Participants also 
reported that their fathers had completed relatively high levels of education; 15% 
reported that their father completed graduate school, 22% reported that their 
father completed college, and 18% indicated that their father completed some 
college.  However, 24% of participants indicated that they did not know the 
highest level of education their father completed, which points to the fact that this 
information is somewhat incomplete. Nationally, 55.7% of African American 
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students who completed high school were enrolled in two-year or four-year 
colleges.  Specifically, approximately 34% of African American women and 30% 
of African American men were enrolled in colleges and universities in 2008 (Aud, 
Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010).  Further, in 2008, only 11.5% of African Americans 
were enrolled in graduate school (Aud et al., 2010).  The national percentages of 
African American education attainment levels cited above were higher than those 
from previous years, thus it seems that the parents of the youth involved in this 
study obtained higher levels of education than the national averages for several 
decades.  
 Table 1. Participant Demographics by Church 
Church  Mean 
Age 
Gender Race  Living w/ 
2 bio 
parents 
Maternal 
education 
Paternal 
education 
Martin 
Temple  
14.43 100% male 86% African 
American 
43% 14% grad 
school 
43% grad 
school 
New 
Beginnings 
16.24 53% female 88% African 
American 
24% 12% grad 
school 
0% grad 
school 
Salem Baptist 16.5 54% female 88% African 
American 
25% 17% grad 
school 
25% grad 
school 
Third Baptist 15.52 50% female 88% African 
American  
29% 21% grad 
school 
6% grad 
school 
Trinity 14.67 74% female 93% African 
American 
31% 43% grad 
school 
16% grad 
school 
 
 Differences in demographic variables of participants from each church 
were also assessed.  One-way ANOVA analyses revealed that there were 
significant differences between participants at the five churches based on age 
(F(8,142) = 3.10, p = .003).  There were equal variances based on age and a 
Tukey HSD post-hoc test demonstrated that the mean age at Trinity differed 
significantly from New Beginnings (p = .024) and Salem Baptist (p = .001).  
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Additionally, there was a significant difference in the means for the gender of 
participants (F(1,149) = 4.99, p = .001) between Trinity and Martin Temple as 
demonstrated by a Tukey HSD post-hoc test (p = .001).  These demographic 
differences likely occurred because data was collected using a convenience 
sample.  The ANOVAs did not show significant differences in participants based 
on race, family composition, or maternal and paternal education levels.  Given 
that analyses revealed the significant differences are only present for two 
demographic variables and are only present across some of the churches, these 
differences do not point to a need to control for participants’ church in subsequent 
analyses.  Further, the small number of participants at each church would inhibit 
the ability to conduct the complex SEM analyses while controlling for the 
churches participants attended. 
Procedure 
After receiving approval from the DePaul University Institutional Review 
Board (IRB), participant recruitment was conducted at each of the five churches.  
Announcements were made at youth services, when possible, and fliers and 
parental permission forms were also handed out to potential participants.  
Additionally, at one church, announcements were made during smaller youth 
ministry meetings.  The announcements about the survey typically took place 
approximately one week prior to the survey administration; parental permission 
forms and flyers were given to youth at the time of the announcement about the 
study.  At most of the churches, the surveys were administered before, after, or 
during the youth service at that church.  At one church the majority of surveys 
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were administered during individual youth ministry meetings and at another 
church surveys were administered during vacation bible school.  The data 
collection took place between April 2011 and November 2011.   
At the beginning of each survey administration, parental permission forms 
were collected and assent forms were passed out; youth who were 18 or older 
were given consent forms and did not need to have parental permission forms.  
Youth were given time to read and sign the assent and consent forms and were 
given the opportunity to ask questions.  All youth who were given assent and 
consent forms, signed them, and agreed to participate.  Youth who were present at 
the meetings or services during the survey administration who did not want to 
participate either left the room to do something else, sat quietly, or continued with 
the regularly scheduled activities depending on the context and the guidance of 
the youth leaders.  It is difficult to determine the specific rates of participation 
based on the total number of youth eligible to participate at each church.  Many of 
the youth eligible to participate did not show up to the set survey administration 
times or were not involved in youth ministries where they could have participated.  
Based on my knowledge of the youth population at each church and the number 
of participants from each church, I estimate that approximately 30-60% of eligible 
youth participated in the study at each church.  
Once the assent and consent forms were collected, youth were given the 
survey and told that there were no right or wrong answers and that they should 
provide the answers that were most true for them.  I was present throughout the 
survey administration and answered any questions the youth had.  The survey 
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administration was estimated to take approximately 35 minutes based on 
multiplying the time that it took for the investigator to complete the survey by 2.5. 
However, the administration took longer than anticipated; participants spent 
between 45 minutes to 1 hour and 15 minutes to complete the survey. One reason 
for this may be because many of the youth interacted with their peers at various 
times during the survey administration.  Additionally, the varying response 
options throughout the survey may have slowed the pace of respondents.    
Participant Payment.  After completing the survey each youth received 
either a $5 Target gift card or $10 cash.  The amount of money given to 
participants was changed after initial difficulties with recruiting participants for 
the survey; this change was approved by the IRB.  A total 58% of participants 
received the $5 gift card and 42% received $10 cash.  All of the youth at each 
church received the same amount of money after completing the survey.  Youth at 
the two churches where data collection began after the payment was changed to 
$10 received this amount.  All youth at churches where survey administration 
started before the change in payment amount received a $5 gift card.     
Measures 
Thriving.  Thriving was assessed using items on the Thriving Orientation 
Survey (TOS), which measures a young person’s level of thriving (Benson & 
Scales, 2009) (See Table 2).  This measure was initially developed and tested with 
diverse middle and high school aged youth and then later altered based on the 
results of the 2009 study.  The original measure was developed based on an 
examination of literature related to thriving and determining common factors that 
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emerged across this literature.  Benson and Scales (2009) then administered this 
initial measure and conducted an exploratory factor analysis in order to 
understand the groupings of items into thriving indicators.  Benson and Scales 
(2009) noted that the thriving indicators cross-loaded with other variables as 
expected.  They then adapted the measure based on the findings obtained in their 
original study.  The internal reliabilities for the subscales reported below are 
based on the participants from the study in which the original measure was tested.  
The current study uses the updated version of the survey, for which results have 
not yet been published.  The original TOS had 45 items that assess eight markers 
of thriving (spark identification, positive emotions, stability/growth of spark, 
motivation, purpose, hopeful future, prosocial orientation, and spiritual 
development).  Table 2 displays the internal reliabilities as well as the similarities 
and differences between the previous and current thriving indicator subscales. 
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Table 2. Thriving Survey Subscales 
 
Name of Subscale 
(Previous Study) 
# of 
Items 
Internal 
Consistency 
(Cronbach’s !) 
Name of Subscale 
(Current Study) 
# of 
Items 
Internal 
Consistency 
Spark 
Identification 
3 .48 Spark Identification 
& Motivation 
7 .72 
Positive Emotions 5 .90 Positive 
Emotionality 
6 .85 
Stability/Growth of 
Spark 
11 .79 Openness to 
Challenge & 
Discovery  
2 .47 
Motivation 4 .70    
Purpose 6 .87 Hopeful Purpose 10 .87 
Hopeful Future 2 .80 
 
   
Prosocial 
Orientation 
2 .59 Moral & Prosocial 
Orientation 
2 .54 
Spiritual 
Development  
12 .96 Spiritual 
Development 
12 .92 
 
For the current study, 39 items were used to assess six thriving indicators: 
spark identification and motivation, positive emotionality, openness to challenge 
and discovery, hopeful purpose, moral and prosocial orientation, and spiritual 
development.  These subscales generally correspond to the aforementioned 
subscales used in the 2009 study but Benson and Scales decided to slightly re-
name and combine some subscales based on their findings of that study.  Means 
of the items on the six subscales served as the six indicators for the latent 
construct of thriving.  
Religiosity.  Religiosity was assessed using the short form of 
Organizational Religiousness (Idler, 1999), the Private Religious Practices 
measure (Levin, 1999) and one item assessing the importance of being religious 
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(Kerestes, Youniss, & Metz, 2004; King & Furrow, 2004).  The Organizational 
Religiousness scale includes two questions: the first item assesses how often 
respondents attend religious services and the second asks respondents to indicate 
the frequency with which they participate in religious activities outside of worship 
services.  Using these two questions to measure organizational religiousness has 
been proven to be effective in previous studies (Idler, 1999).  Internal consistency 
for this scale in a previous study was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .82); for the 
current study internal consistency was poor (Cronbach’s alpha = .53).   
The Private Religious Practices measure includes four items assessing 
how often respondents pray, read the bible or religious literature, and watch or 
listen to religious programs.  This measure was developed based on examining 
previous measures assessing religiosity that included questions about religious 
practices (Levin, 1999).  Some of the items in this scale were previously found to 
fit into a measurement model of nonorganizational religiousness (Levin, 1999).  
Internal consistency for this measure in a previous study was adequate 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .72); internal consistency for the current study was poor 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .38).  The final item assessing religiosity asked respondents 
to indicate how important being religious is to them.  This item was previously 
used in a study with adolescents assessing the relationship between longitudinal 
patterns of religiosity and civic engagement (Kerestes et al., 2004).    
Unfortunately, the internal consistency for the religiosity scales in the 
current study were low; it is likely that two issues related to the survey 
administration contributed to this problem.  First, these items appeared towards 
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the end of the survey, which took longer for the youth to complete than 
anticipated.  Thus, it is possible that there was some fatigue by the time they 
neared the end of the survey and questions may not have been answered with as 
much precision.  Second, the numbers on the rating scales for the questions about 
organizational religiousness and those for private religious practice were reversed 
(see Table 3), which might have been confusing for the respondents.  Because of 
the aforementioned issues and the fact that these scales performed in unexpected 
ways in the analysis, the questions on the private religiosity measure were not 
used in this study.  For the analysis, religiosity was treated as a latent variable and 
each item from organizational religiousness and the religious importance item 
were used as the three indicators for this construct. 
Table 3. Religiosity Scales 
Scale Items Previous 
Consistency 
Current 
Consistency 
Rating Scale 
Organizational 
Religiousness 
1. How often do you attend religious 
services?* 
2. Besides religious services, how 
often do you take place in other 
activities at a place of worship?* 
.82 .53 1-“never” to  
9-“several times 
a week” 
Private 
Religious 
Practices 
1. How often do you pray privately in 
places other than at a church or 
synagogue? 
2. How often do you watch or listen 
to religious programs on TV or 
radio? 
3. How often do you read the Bible 
or other religious literature? 
4. How often are prayers or grace 
said before meals in your home? 
.72 .38 1“several times a 
day” to 8-“never” 
 
 
 
 
1-“at all meals”  
to  5-“never 
Importance of 
Religion 
Please indicate how important 
being religious is to you.* 
N/A N/A 1-“not important 
at all” to 5-“very 
important” 
 
*—Indicates the item was used in the model testing  
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Religious Support.  The Religious Support Scale (Fiala, et al., 2002) was 
used to assess support participants receive as a part of their involvement in 
church.  This measure was developed and cross-validated on protestant adults 
(75.9% Caucasian, 13.7% African American), most of whom had a post high 
school education.  For this study, the wording of the measure was adapted to be 
more age appropriate for adolescents by making the language more colloquial 
(See Table 4).  The measure consists of 21 items and 3 subscales with 7 items per 
subscale.  Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which each statement 
is true for them using a Likert scale ranging from 1-“strongly disagree” to 5-
“strongly agree.”  The mean of the scores on each of the subscales was taken and 
served as the three indicators for religious support in this study.  Internal 
consistency for each of the three subscales was strong in previous studies but 
ranged from low to acceptable in the current study (See Table 4).  Convergent 
validity is evidenced by the fact that scores on the measure are related to general 
measures of social support (r = .41, p < .01).  Further, scores on the religious 
support scale are also significantly and negatively correlated with depression       
(r = -. 29, p < .01) and positively associated with life satisfaction (r = .36, p < .01) 
(Fiala, et al., 2002).   
Table 4.  Religious Support Subscale Items & Reliabilities 
Religious support 
Subscale 
Sample Item Previous 
Consistency 
Current 
Consistency 
Congregation  “Other people in my church make me 
feel like I belong”  
(Original item: “Others in my 
congregation give me the sense that I 
belong”) 
.91 .57 
God “I have worth in the eyes of God” .90 .66 
Leader  “I feel appreciated by my church 
leaders” 
.75 .76 
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Racial Identity.  The Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen 
(MIBI-T) (Scottham et al., 2008) was used to assess racial identity in this study.  
The MIBI-T was adapted from the MIBI, through the use of focus groups with 
African American adolescents to determine how well early and middle 
adolescents understood the items from the original measure as well as the 
appropriateness of the MIBI items for use with youth (Scottham, Sellers, & 
Nguyen, 2008).  Twenty-one items were included in the final MIBI-T measure 
and confirmatory factor analysis was performed to determine the fit of the seven 
sub-scales, which were carried over from the MIBI.  For this study, only three of 
the subscales were used (centrality, private regard, and public regard).  The 
ideology subscale was omitted because this subscale is neither positive nor 
negative, and it was unclear how each ideology assessed in the subscale would 
relate to thriving.  Each subscale includes three items, which are measured using 
Likert type responses ranging from 1-“really disagree” to 5-“really agree”.  The 
internal reliabilities for the three subscales were all adequate and stronger than 
previous studies (See Table 4).  For the centrality subscale, higher scores indicate 
that a respondent’s race is a central part of their identity.  The private regard 
subscale assesses how positively or negatively respondents feel about being 
African American.  The public regard subscale assesses respondents’ perceptions 
of how people from other groups view African Americans.  The mean was taken 
of the items on each of the three subscales in order to create the three separate 
indicators for the racial identity latent factor.  Table 5 displays the previous and 
current internal consistencies and sample items for each of the subscales.  
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Table 5. MIBI-T Survey Internal Consistency 
Subscale Previous 
Consistency 
Current  
Consistency 
Sample Item 
Centrality .63 .77 “I feel close to other Black people” 
Private Regard .76 .87 “I am happy that I am Black” 
Public Regard .73 .87 “People from other races don’t 
expect blacks to accomplish much”  
 
Communalism.  The Communalism Scale (Boykin, et al., 1997) includes 
31 items, which assess respondents’ thoughts about interdependence and 
responsibility to others.  The items are assessed through a Likert-type scale with a 
6-point range from 1-“completely false” to 6-“completely true.”  Sample items 
include: “I am constantly aware of my responsibility to my family and friends” 
and “I place great value on social relations between people.”  The measure was 
developed using African American college students but is at an 8th grade reading 
level.  The scale was found to have good construct validity as indicated by scores 
on this scale being directly and significantly associated with reports of 
cooperativeness and inversely and significantly associated with being more 
individually oriented (Boykin et al., 1997).  The scale also had good internal 
consistency with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .83-.87 in the initial study that 
included multiple samples (Boykin et al., 1997).  Internal consistency was also 
good in this study (Cronbach’s alpha = .86).  The internal consistency for the 
interdependence subscale was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .84) and it was adequate 
for the responsibility subscale (Cronbach’s alpha = .67). 
For this study, the items assessing interdependence and responsibility were 
separated into three indicators for the latent variable communalism.  Two 
indicators were created for interdependence and one for responsibility; the means 
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of items for each grouping of items were taken to create the indicators.  Two 
indicators were created for the interdependence subscale because the 
communalism latent variable was in need of three indicators in order to provide 
enough free parameters for this latent construct.  The subscale was split in half to 
create two indicators with 10 items each; this was deemed appropriate because of 
the high internal consistency of this scale.  The internal consistency for each of 
the interdependence indicators was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .73 and .77).  
Exposure to Violence.  The Children’s Exposure to Community Violence 
measure was used to assess exposure to violence.  This scale consists of 12 items 
and was developed with a population of fifth- and sixth-grade urban adolescents 
in order to assess their exposure to community violence.  Participants were asked 
whether they have witnessed or experienced 10 types of violence.  The types of 
violence include weapon use, stabbings, gang activity, and arrests.  Respondents 
indicated whether they had seen, heard, or been a victim of violence using a 4-
point scale, ranging from “Never” to “Many Times.”  The internal consistency for 
this measure in a previous study was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .84) (Richters & 
Martinez, 1993) and internal consistency was strong for this study as well 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .89).  Higher scores on the scale indicate higher levels of 
violence exposure.  Two separate indicators were created by examining the items 
for themes and separating them into two groups; these indicators were witnessing 
physical violence (5 items) and witnessing non-physical violence (7 items).  The 
means were taken of the items for each grouping in order to create two indicators 
for the exposure to violence latent variable.  Creating two indicators based on 
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these themes was deemed appropriate because literature in the intimate partner 
violence and family violence fields assess physical and nonphysical violence 
separately (Bonomi et al., 2006; Litrownik, Newton, Hunter, English, & Everson, 
2003).  Internal consistency for each indicator was good (Cronbach’s alpha=.82 
and .82).   
Racial Discrimination.  The Adolescent Discrimination Distress Index 
(ADDI) (Fisher, Wallace & Fenton, 2000) was used to assess experiences of race-
based discrimination among the participants.  This measure asks respondents to 
indicate how often they have experienced discrimination in institutional, school, 
and peer contexts (Fisher et al., 2000).  Students are asked to indicate whether 
they have experienced 15 examples of discrimination because of their race.  If 
they have experienced the type of discrimination indicated, respondents are then 
asked to indicate the extent to which it bothered them with response choices range 
from 1-“Not at all” to 5-“Extremely” (Harrell, 1994).  Questions about 
institutional discrimination, educational discrimination, and peer discrimination 
make up the three subscales for this measure.  The development study for the 
measure was conducted with a population that included 21% African American 
adolescents.  See Table 6 for subscale alpha coefficients and sample items.  
Means of the ratings of how upset respondents were after experiencing 
discrimination were calculated for each subscale.  
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Table 6. Racial Discrimination Scale Sample Items & Reliability  
Subscale Sample Item Response 
Options 
Previous 
Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
Current 
Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
Experience of 
Discrimination 
 “Yes” or “No” * .83 
Institutional 
(Experience) 
“You received 
poor service at a 
restaurant.” 
“Yes” or “No” * .67 
Educational 
(Experience) 
“You were given a 
lower grade than 
you deserved.” 
“Yes” or “No” * .57 
Peer 
(Experience)  
 “Yes” or “No” * .66 
Upset by 
Discrimination 
 1-“Not at all” to 
5-“Extremely” 
* .86 
Institutional 
(Upset)  
“Others your age 
did not include 
you in their 
activities.” 
1-“Not at all” to 
5-“Extremely” 
.72 .80 
Educational 
(Experience) 
 1-“Not at all” to 
5-“Extremely” 
.60 .59 
Peer 
(Experience)  
 1-“Not at all” to 
5-“Extremely” 
.60 .67 
 
*—Not provided in scale development article  
CHAPTER III 
RESULTS AND ANALYSIS  
Structural equation modeling was used to assess the combined influences 
of religiosity, religious support, racial identity, communalism, exposure to 
violence, and racial discrimination on thriving. 
Preliminary Analyses 
 Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine the descriptive statistics 
for each of the variables (See Table 7).  For descriptive purposes, the means were 
calculated for all of the items on each measure.  In terms of the thriving 
indicators, the majority of the youth in this study endorsed most of the thriving 
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indicators.  The fact that these youth endorsed the 6 thriving indicators at high 
levels indicates that most youth in this study have a thriving orientation to 
development.  The vast majority of youth (96%) in the study indicated that they 
were involved in religious activities in and outside of church services and that 
they believed that church is important.  This finding was expected given the 
sample that was obtained through recruiting participants from churches.  Most of 
the participants (59%) indicated that they receive religious support.  Most youth 
(81%) in the study also endorsed the value of communalism.  In terms of racial 
identity, 74% of youth endorsed items indicating that their personal feelings about 
Black people are positive.  However, only about 29% of youth in this study 
endorsed the belief that people from other races feel positively about Black 
people.  Ninety percent of youth in this study indicated that they had experienced 
some form of racial discrimination.  However, only approximately 31% of youth 
in this study indicated that they felt upset by the discrimination they experienced.  
The vast majority of youth (98%) in this study indicated that they have been 
exposed to at least one form of community violence. 
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Table 7. Means & Standard Deviations of Variables and Intercorrelations 
between Scales 
 
*
 
p
 
<
 
.
0
5
*p < .05 ; ** p < .01 
 The means for thriving, religiosity, religious support, and communalism 
are all on the higher end of the range for these variables.  Thriving is significantly 
correlated with religiosity, religious support and communalism.  Religiosity is 
significantly correlated with religious support and communalism.  Religious 
support is significantly correlated with communalism and racial identity.  Lastly, 
communalism is significantly correlated with racial identity.  Racial 
discrimination and exposure to violence were significantly correlated with each 
other but not with any other variables.  
 After assessing the skewness and kurtosis of all of the included indicators, 
it was determined that several of the variables were non-normal.  Steps were taken 
to transform the data in order to address the issue of non-normality.  However, 
most of these transformations did not produce a significant reduction in skewness 
 
 
 
N 
 
Mea-
n 
 
SD  Min  Max  Ske-
w 
 
Kurt
-osis 
 
Thrive 
 
Reli-
giosity 
 
Relig 
Support 
 
Comm 
 
Race 
ID 
Racial  
Discr 
Thriving 151 2.94 .41 1.95 3.62 -.27 -.79       
Religiosity 151 5.99 1.13 2.00 7.67 -.29 .73 .34**      
Religious 
Support 
151 4.06 .69 1.06 5.28 -1.5 4.27 .39** .23**  
 
   
Communalism 150 4.53 .62 2.32 6.00 -.10 .50 .50** .19* .32**  
 
  
Racial Identity  151 3.67 .83 1.00 5.00 -.65 .45 -.04 -.00 .29** .18*   
Racial 
Discrimination 
90 2.58 1.03 1.00 5.00 .45 -.59 .09 .14 .02 .04 .13  
 
Exposure to 
Violence 
150 1.10 .73 0.00 3.00 .67 -.37 -.08 -.01 -.17 -.03 -.05 .41** 
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or kurtosis.  Given this and the fact that Full Information Maximum Likelihood 
(FIML) estimation is thought to be robust enough to conduct fairly accurate 
analyses with non-normal data (Enders, 2001), untransformed variables were used 
in the analyses.   
There were 151 participants included in the model analysis.  Missing data 
was addressed by including all participants that completed at least the majority of 
items for any given indicator.  The missing values were accounted for in the mean 
calculations that were conducted to create the indicators for each latent variable 
included in the model.  Specifically, scores were included in the analysis if the 
participant responded to more than half of the items on any given subscale.  For 
most subscales, this resulted in only 1-2 fewer participants but for the racial 
discrimination subscale, this resulted in 62 fewer participants.  
Model Testing  
 FIML estimation was used to address missing data in Mplus (Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998-2010).  FIML addresses missing data by including the maximum 
number of participants who have response scores for any two indicators in the 
analysis.    
Hypothesis Testing 
Mplus computer software, version 6 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010) was 
used to test hypothesis I and determine the overall fit of the proposed model to the 
data.  First, a structural regression (SR) model was developed from the proposed 
theoretical model.  Two rules were used to determine whether the SR model was 
identified.  A model is identified if the total number of variances of the exogenous 
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variables and the factor loadings on the indicators at least equals the number of 
parameters in the model (Kline, 2005).  Additionally, if the model is not 
recursive, this will support the conclusion that the model is identified (Kline, 
2005).  Based on these guidelines it was determined that the model was identified.  
After the SR model was identified, it was tested following a two-step 
process (Bollen, 1989).  First, the SR model was re-specified as a measurement 
model including the indicators for each latent construct and unanalyzed 
associations between the latent constructs (Kline, 2005).  As part of this first step, 
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to analyze the relations 
between the latent constructs and their indicators.  The CFA was conducted by 
assessing each latent construct with its indicators separately before assessing the 
complete model together.  Following the CFA, the structural regression model – 
including the directional pathways between latent constructs and all of the 
indicators for each latent construct – was tested in order to complete the second 
step.  
Results 
Although most of the individual portions of the measurement model 
produced adequate to good model fit, based on the assessment of several fit 
indices it was determined that the entire measurement model produced poor fit.  
The Chi-Square was significant (!2 = 507.252, p < .001, df = 211), indicating poor 
fit.  If the CFI is greater than .90, reasonably good fit should be assumed (Hu & 
Bentler, 1999); for this model CFI = .87, indicating poor fit.  Good model fit is 
assumed if the TLI is .95 or greater (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and for this model TLI 
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= .84 indicating poor model fit.  Finally, if the RMSEA is less than or equal to 
.05, good fit is assumed (Browne & Cudeck, 1993), and for this model RMSEA = 
0.096, so the fit was poor.  Further, the RMSEA confidence interval also indicated 
poor fit (90% CI: .085 – .11).    
Although the measurement model produced a relatively poor fit, the full 
SR model was still tested in order to fully assess hypothesis I and to determine 
how the model might be modified to more adequately fit the data.  Figure 3 
displays the path coefficients and indicator loadings from analyzing the full, 
original, proposed model.  The full SR model also produced poor fit based on 
assessing the aforementioned fit indices: !2 = 529.295, p < .001, df = 215); CFI = 
.86; TLI = .83; RMSEA = .10, CI: .09 – .11.  In addition to the poor model fit, 
examination of the standardized XY model results demonstrated that Thriving 
was not significantly related to exposure to violence (! = .08, p = .83), racial 
discrimination (! = -.16, p = .68), or religious support (! = .16, p = .19) in this 
model.  Beta weights are similar to zero-order correlation coefficients found in 
regression analyses, but beta weights are slightly stronger.  The limited sample 
size and the large size of the model makes it likely that the fit was reduced 
because there was not enough power in this sample to accurately assess the 
model.   
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Figure 3. Original Model with Path Coefficients 
 
Given that the initial model produced poor fit, a second SR model was 
built and tested, adding one latent variable and its indicators to the model after 
each step of analysis.  This step-by-step process started with the latent variable of 
thriving and its indicators, then religiosity, religious support, racial identity, and 
communalism were added in succession. As described shortly, this process 
produced an adequate to good fitting alternative model that is similar to the 
original model without three of the initial latent constructs and with covarying 
relationships between the error terms of four indicators of three latent variables.    
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Racial discrimination and exposure to violence were excluded from the 
alternative model because they reduced the model fit in the first model and 
because neither variable was significantly correlated with thriving.  Racial 
identity was also excluded in the alternative model because in addition to the 
unexpected significant inverse relationship between racial identity and thriving in 
the original model, when the relationship between these two latent constructs was 
analyzed separately, they were not significantly correlated.  Further, the inclusion 
of racial identity made the model fit more poorly and negatively influenced the 
relations between thriving and communalism and thriving and religious support.  
Although it was not significantly associated with thriving in the original model, 
religious support was included in the alternative model because it was 
significantly related to thriving when the relationship between these two latent 
constructs was analyzed separately.  Additionally, based on the examination of 
the modification indices and theoretical justifications, error terms of indicators for 
the latent constructs were allowed to covary in the alternative model.     
In the alternative model, thriving was regressed on religious support, 
religiosity and communalism.  Also, religious support was regressed on 
religiosity.  Additionally, the error term for the spiritual development indicator for 
the latent construct of thriving was allowed to covary with the error term of the 
positive emotionality indicator for thriving and the error term of the religious 
support from God indicator for the religious support latent construct.  The 
religious importance indicator for the religiosity construct was also allowed to 
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covary with the error term of the religious support from God indicator.  Figure 4 
below displays the pathways and path coefficients in the alternative model.   
 
Figure 4. Alternative Structural Regression Model with Path with Path Coefficients 
  
** – p > .01; * – p < .05 
 
The following fit indices were obtained for the alternative model: (!2 = 
127.25, p < .001, df = 82); CFI = .95; TLI = .93; RMSEA = .06, CI: .04 – .08).  
This model demonstrates poor fit on the chi-square but adequate to good fit across 
the other indices.  It is likely that the small sample used in this study and the lack 
of normality of a few indicator variables made it less likely for the model to 
produce a non-significant chi-square.  In addition to the good to adequate fit of 
the alternative model, all of the path coefficients were significant (See Figure 4).  
Religiosity was significantly and directly related to thriving and religious support.  
Religious support was significantly and directly related to thriving.  
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Communalism was also significantly and directly related to thriving.  It should be 
noted that the coefficients should be interpreted in terms of their standard 
deviation scale units because they are standardized values.  The relatively low 
values of these path coefficients are typical of what is seen in psychological 
studies (Rosenthal, 1990). 
Given the large role that the thriving indicator spiritual development 
played in the model, the model was re-analyzed without spiritual development.  
When the model was assessed without spiritual development it produced adequate 
to good fit with the data (!2 = 93.62, p = .037, df = 71; CFI = .97; TLI = .96; 
RMSEA = .05, CI: .01 – .07).  Further, thriving was significantly related to both 
religious support (! = .21, p = .024) and religiosity (! = .24, p = .028) when 
spiritual development was excluded.  Religious support was related to thriving 
with the same strength and significance when the spiritual development indicator 
was excluded and religiosity was significantly associated with thriving but this 
association was weaker without the inclusion of the spiritual development 
indicator for thriving.  This finding provides support for the significant relation 
between thriving and religiosity and thriving and religious support beyond the 
contribution of spiritual development to this relationship. 
Hypothesis Ia.  Analyses were conducted in order to determine whether 
religious support serves as a partial mediator between religiosity and thriving.  
This mediation was examined with the model indirect procedure in Mplus version 
6 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2007) using bootstrapping estimation to increase the 
power in the analysis (Shrout & Bolger, 2002).  The model indirect procedure was 
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used to examine the indirect effects of latent constructs on one another.  
Bootstrapping statistically creates a simulated sample of samples by randomly and 
repeatedly selecting cases from the existing sample in order to simulate new 
samples that mirror the population more closely (Kline, 2005).  First, it was 
determined that the pathway between religiosity and thriving was significant (! = 
.33, p = .01), which is an important criterion for mediation (Holmbeck, 1997).  
The model indirect analysis was not significant, indicating that religious support 
does not partially mediate the relation between religiosity and thriving (! = .09, p 
= .166).  Given the significance of the pathways between religiosity and religious 
support and religious support and thriving, all of these pathways were kept in the 
final model because it produced good fit.  The model above displays the final 
model that was tested (Figure 4).   
Hypotheses II.  A step-wise regression was conducted using SPSS (PASW 
18) in order to determine whether racial identity serves as moderator in the 
relation between racial discrimination and thriving.  The means of the items 
making up each variable were taken in order to create three variables for this 
moderation analysis.  The variables were standardized because this makes the 
results of the analysis easier to interpret and addresses issues of multicoliniarity 
(Fraizer, Tix, & Barron, 2004).  The product of racial identity and racial 
discrimination was calculated and served as the interaction term in the analysis.  
Standardized variables for racial discrimination and racial identity were entered 
into step-one of the regression as independent variables predicting the dependent 
variable of thriving.  The product term was entered in the second step as the third 
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independent variable and thriving was designated as the dependent variable.  
None of the relationships between the variables were significant in this analysis, 
therefore Hypothesis II was rejected.  
 
CHAPTER IV  
DISCUSSION 
 In this study, a model was tested in order to understand how naturally 
occurring factors are related to thriving among African American adolescents.  
Although the initial model produced poor fit, the alternate model, which was 
developed based on the initial findings, reflected significant relationships between 
religiosity, religious support, communalism and thriving among the youth in this 
study.  
Alternative Model  
 In this model, religiosity, religious support, and communalism are all 
directly related to thriving and religiosity is also directly related to religious 
support.  Additionally, several indicators were allowed to covary, which helped to 
improve the model fit.  The findings indicate that religiosity, religious support, 
and communalism are important in relation to thriving.  It should be noted that 
structural equation models are more likely to fit better with larger samples (Kline, 
2005), thus it is significant that the model tested in this study produced adequate 
to good fit given the relatively small sample size.  The confirmation of the final 
model demonstrates that the included variables accurately reflect the relations 
between three naturally occurring factors, which may be used to promote thriving 
for African American adolescents.    
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 Religiosity was directly and significantly associated with thriving and 
contributed to the fit of the overall model.  This finding is in line with previous 
research, which demonstrated that religiosity promotes positive development 
among adolescents (Furrow et al., 2004; King & Furrow, 2008) and is also related 
to the well-being of African American adults (Levin & Taylor, 1998).  Further, 
this study builds on the limited existing research supporting the link between 
thriving and religiosity (Dowling, et al., 2004).  Religiosity is also significantly 
and directly related to religious support in this study, indicating that youth who 
engage in religious services and activities regularly are more likely to report 
support from God, church members, and church leaders.  This finding is 
supported by previous research, which shows that adolescents involved in 
religious organizations frequently reported that they received social support (King 
& Furrow, 2008).  
 In this study, religious support was also significantly and directly related 
to thriving and contributed to the fit of the model overall.  This finding builds on 
the extant evidence that experiencing support from friends and family leads to 
thriving (Scales et al., 2006; Scales et al., 2003).  The mediation analyses did not 
demonstrate that religious support was a partial mediator between religiosity and 
thriving as hypothesized.  However, the fit of the overall model and significant 
relations between religiosity and religious support and religious support and 
thriving point to the connection between these factors.  Further, the significant 
relationship between religious support and thriving indicates the importance of 
ensuring that adolescents feel support from members of their church and church 
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leaders, when working to promote thriving.  The results also demonstrate that 
experiencing support from God, an indicator for religious support, is also related 
to two other indicators (religious importance and spiritual development) in the 
model.  Thus, presenting God as playing a supportive role in people’s lives might 
also be an important aspect of promoting thriving among youth.  
 Communalism is also significantly and directly related to thriving in this 
study.  Although previous research reported the positive effects of holding values 
of communalism (Jagers et al., 2007; Woods & Jagers, 2003), this is the first 
study that demonstrates a specific link between communalism and thriving for 
African American adolescents.  The implications of this finding are that 
promoting a sense of interconnectedness and collective responsibility among 
African American adolescents can help them to thrive.  This finding supports 
evidence of the positive outcomes of rites of passage programs for youth, which 
are based on African values (Harvey & Hill, 2004).  
 In addition to the larger findings, through the process of analyzing the 
results it was determined that allowing the error terms of several of the indicators 
for the latent constructs in the model to covary helped to improve the fit of the 
model.  When error terms of indicators from different latent constructs covary, 
this indicates that the constructs are multidimensional instead of one-dimensional 
(Kline, 2005).  Additionally, this indicates that the covarying indicators measure 
something in common that is not specified in the model (Kline, 2005).  The error 
terms of the indicators that were significantly associated in a non-directional way 
seem to be theoretically valid.  The error term of experiencing religious support 
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from God was found to covary significantly with the error terms of both 
importance of religion and spiritual development.  These relationships provide 
additional support for the interconnectedness between the latent constructs of 
religiosity, religious support and thriving.  Additionally, the associations between 
the error terms of these indicators imply that the experience of support from God 
is related to the importance that youth ascribe to religion, and their level of 
spiritual development in ways that were not examined in this study.  
The alternative model also demonstrates a bi-directional relation between 
spiritual development and positive emotionality, two of the six indicators for 
thriving.  The relationship between these two variables indicates that positive 
outlooks and the importance that faith and spiritually play in youth’s daily lives 
relate to a variable that was not included in this study.  This finding is in line with 
extant literature that has linked positive values and spirituality (Mattis, 2000; 
Mattis & Jagers, 2001). 
Proposed Model 
 The initially proposed model fit poorly with the data, which prompted the 
removal of racial identity, racial discrimination, and exposure to violence from 
the model.  These factors were removed after examining the non-significant 
pathways in the model and how each of these variables operated within the model.  
Racial identity was hypothesized to positively relate to thriving, but was 
significantly negatively correlated with thriving in the original model.  In addition 
to the unexpected relationship between racial identity and thriving in the model, 
racial identity was excluded from the final model because when this factor was 
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included in the model it reduced the significance of the path coefficients between 
thriving and other constructs.  The findings of this study do not take away from 
the ample research supporting the important link between racial identity and the 
well-being of African American adolescents (e.g. Rowley et al., 1998; Sellers et 
al., 2006).  However, it may be that the way in which thriving was conceptualized 
and assessed in this study does not relate to the three (centrality, positive regard, 
and private regard) aspects of racial identity that were measured.  Further, the 
effects of racial identity can vary depending on the aspect that is measured 
(Sellers, Caldwell, Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmerman, 2003).  Additionally, given 
that racial identity often becomes more solidified during young adult years (Cross, 
1971; Cross, 1991), it may be that youth in this study have not fully developed 
their racial identity in a way that significantly relates their level of thriving.  
 Neither of the risk factors included in this study were found to be 
significantly related to thriving and thus were excluded from the final model.  
Specifically, exposure to violence was not significantly associated with thriving 
as hypothesized.  Prior to this study, there was limited research about the relation 
between exposure to violence and positive outcomes for adolescents.  The lack of 
a significant association between thriving and exposure to violence suggests that 
exposure to violence may not have reduced or limited thriving among 
participants.  Similarly, racial discrimination was not significantly associated with 
thriving in this study.  This finding points to the fact that experiencing racial 
discrimination may not have negative effects on thriving among youth in this 
study, contrary to what was hypothesized.  In this sample, the experience of racial 
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discrimination and exposure to violence may be related to potentially negative 
outcomes for these adolescents but not to positive outcomes.  Most of the 
literature on exposure to violence and racial discrimination examine their 
relationship with negative outcomes (e.g. Li, et al., 2007; Sellers, et al., 2006).  
The limited literature on the effects of these risk factors on positive outcomes and 
the results in this study may indicate that negative factors influence a separate 
developmental process.  
 Further, the demographic characteristics of youth in this study may have 
contributed to the non-significant relationships in the hypothesized model.  Youth 
in this study reported living with two parents at rates that are much higher than 
national averages for African Americans.  Family composition may have served 
as a protective factor for effects of exposure to community violence.  The 
majority of youth in this study reported being exposed to at least one form of 
community violence.  However, research has demonstrated that having positive 
familial and parental relationships can help protect youth from the negative 
outcomes related to exposure to violence (Gorman-Smith, Henry, & Tolan, 2004; 
Sullivan, Kung, & Farrell, 2004).  Therefore, it may be that the unexamined 
familial support that youth in this study likely received, served to protect youth in 
this study from the negative effects of exposure to community violence on 
thriving.  
 Another possible explanation of the lack of a significant relationship 
between exposure to violence and thriving in this study relates to the evidence 
that racial socialization and respect for one’s race among African American male 
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youth, has been shown to protect these youth from the negative effects of 
community violence exposure (DeGruy, Kjellstrand, Briggs, & Brennan, 2011).  
Racial socialization and respect for the black race are related to the aspects of 
racial identity that were examined in this studied (i.e. centrality private regard). 
Therefore, it is plausible that since 74% of participants endorsed positive feelings 
about black people, they may have been protected from the negative effects of 
exposure to violence.  
Additionally, participants were very involved in private and pubic 
religious practices.  One study found that public and private religious practices 
among African American emerging adults buffered the relation between exposure 
to violence and negative behaviors (Fowler, Ahmed, Tompsett, Jozefowicz-
Simbeni, Toro, 2008).  In this study, the high levels of religious engagement 
among the youth in may have also served to reduce the relationship between 
exposure to violence and thriving in the model.    
 It is less clear what contributed to the non-significant relationship between 
racial discrimination and thriving in this study.  One explanation may be that 
although the majority of participants reported experiencing racial discrimination, 
only 31% of these participants reported feeling upset by this experience.  It is 
possible that there was not a significant negative link between racial 
discrimination and thriving for youth in this study because most of these youth 
did not experience stress related to this discrimination.  Given that the stress of 
racial discrimination has been linked to lower levels of mental health and well-
being (Branscombe, et al., 1999; Sellers, et al., 2006), youth who do not 
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experience distress related to discrimination may not have lower levels of 
thriving.  Additionally, in one study where a link was found between 
discrimination and stress, participants indicated how frequently they experienced 
discrimination (Sellers et al., 2003).  In the current study, participants were not 
asked to indicate the frequency of discrimination exposure.  Therefore it may be 
that participants in this study did not experience discrimination frequently.  
Further, it is possible that the nature of the racial discrimination measure (i.e. 
closed questions) was limited in its ability to fully assess experiences related to 
discrimination (Grant, McMahon, Carter, & Carleton, In Press).  Another possible 
explanation of this unexpected finding is that participants might have been 
utilizing coping skills or experiencing protective factors, which were not 
examined in this study, that could have reduced the impact of racial 
discrimination.  Examining perceptions of past discrimination may also limit 
reports of associated stress (Grant et al., In Press).  Overall, the findings related to 
the hypothesized model suggest that the protective factors youth in this study 
experienced may have limited the relations between the risk factors assessed in 
this study and thriving. 
Strengths and Limitations  
 This study makes a significant contribution to the limited literature on 
thriving and positive youth development (PYD) by increasing our understanding 
of what helps to promote thriving among African American youth.  This study 
examined culturally specific, naturally occurring factors in the lives of many 
African American adolescents, providing implications on how to best support 
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these youth.  I build on existing research focused on understanding how 
individual and contextual assets relate to positive outcomes among youth (Lerner, 
et al., 2005).  Additionally, the findings contribute to literature on African 
American adolescents by expanding the research about risk and protective factors 
to include variables that will not only protect youth from negative outcomes but 
also promote well being.  The use of structural equation modeling (SEM) in this 
study also serves as a strength as it allowed for the examination of the combined 
relations between religiosity, religious support, communalism, and thriving.   
 Although this study makes several contributions to the field of positive 
youth development and literature on thriving, there were several limitations.  
First, because the study was cross-sectional in design, I was not able to determine 
whether communalism, religiosity, and religious support have a causal 
relationship with thriving.  Understanding whether there is a causal relationship 
between these variables would provide further support for future prevention 
programming aimed at supporting thriving among African American adolescents.  
Second, this study included a small sample of youth; given the complexity of the 
proposed model, having a larger sample size would have increased the power to 
adequately assess the fit of the model.  Given how large the model is, ideally the 
study would have included at least 200 participants.  Third, the length of the 
survey, which included all of the measures, may have contributed to participant 
fatigue towards the end of the survey.  If the youth did feel tired when they were 
completing the last measures in the survey, it is possible that their responses 
might not have been as accurate as when they were feeling more alert and 
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engaged.  Fourth, data collection was carried out inconsistently.  Some surveys 
were administered in small ministry settings with only 5 or fewer youth 
completing the survey at one time.  Other surveys were administered in larger 
group settings with as many as 25 youth completing surveys at a time.  
Additionally, the survey administration took place over the course of seven 
months.  Fifth, the study was limited by the low internal consistency (Alpha 
Coefficients) for several included measures.  Specifically, racial discrimination, 
religious support, and thriving all had one to two subscales with low internal 
consistency.  Low internal consistency makes it more difficult to confirm a good-
fitting model.  Both of the thriving subscales with low internal consistency had 
only two items, which probably significantly contributed to this issue.  Finally, 
validity was not clearly established for several measures included in this study.  
This may have contributed to issues related to how these measures performed in 
the analyses.  
 It should also be noted that this study only included Christian participants, 
which limits the generalizability of the findings to youth who are affiliated with 
other religions.  Although there are no specific questions about Christian beliefs, 
it is plausible that some of the central tenents of Christianity influenced 
participants in ways that were unexamined.  Additionally, comparing the means 
of the demographic variables of participants across churches revealed that the 
youth varied significantly in terms of age (across three churches) and gender 
(between two churches).  It is unclear how this may have impacted the data 
analysis.   
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Implications for Theory, Research, and Practice  
 Theory.  This study utilized Felner’s (2005) transactional-ecological 
framework along with a Positive Youth Development (PYD) approach to propose 
and test a theoretical model that helps us to better understand factors that may 
promote thriving among African American adolescents.  Using these two 
theoretical approaches in combination connects a theory aimed at understanding 
ecological and individual factors at play during adolescent development (Felner, 
2005) with an approach to understanding youth that emphasizes their capacity to 
develop well (Damon, 2004; Lerner, et al., 2005).  This study also confirms that 
the existing theory about elements of thriving (spark identification and 
motivation, positive emotionality, openness to challenge and discovery, hopeful 
purpose, moral and prosocial orientation, and spiritual development) (Benson & 
Scales, 2009) are applicable to African American adolescents.   
 Future research might aim to build on the factors included in this study 
and continue to expand the naturally occuring factors that are examined using a 
theoretical approach.  Specifically, theories might incorporate additional positive 
activities in the lives of adolescents, which are not directly associated with 
religious engagement (e.g. sports, arts, civic engagement).  This could help us to 
understand what supports thriving among youth who are not involved in religious 
organizations.  Also, psychologists developing theories related to thriving may 
seek to incorporate additional culturally-specific factors (e.g. family closeness, 
familial support, endorsement of cultural values) that help to promote thriving 
among adolescents from other races or ethnicities.   
 
 
 
71 
 Additionally, the field of PYD and thriving would benefit from theories 
about the mechanisms by which factors commonly present in the lives of youth 
promote thriving.  Understanding how elements of youth’s lives lead to thriving 
would further facilitate efforts to provide services and contexts that promote this 
positive development among adolescent.  Existing literature has examined many 
of the factors in the lives of youth (e.g. family support, extracurricular activities, 
non-familial adult support, empowerment) that lead to positive youth 
development (Scales, et al. 2000).  Theories expounding on the causal 
mechanisms of these factors are also needed.  Also, given the broad nature of each 
of the six indicators of thriving that were examined in this study, the positive 
youth development literature would benefit from theories that provide a deeper 
understanding of the importance and effects of each of these elements of thriving 
in the lives of African American adolescents.   
 Research.  Research focused on understanding what promotes thriving 
among African American adolescents can build on the current study by expanding 
the sample to include youth who are not religious and those that identify with 
other religious or spiritual traditions.  These studies could examine the values 
these youth possess and social support they experience that may lead to thriving.  
It will be useful to examine the similarities and differences in positive youth 
development among young African American Christians and other youth.  
Further, seeking to understand the experiences of Christian youth who are not 
involved in churches would provide additional information about supportive 
factors in the lives of non-religious Christian youth.  Exploring thriving among 
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these groups of youth will help us to understand factors that promote thriving 
among youth with a more diverse range of life experiences, religious and spiritual 
traditions, and family backgrounds.  Additionally, obtaining a larger sample 
would strengthen the power to test complex models in future research.  Given the 
limitations related to this study being cross-sectional, future studies might aim to 
collect data at multiple time points in order to examine the causal relations 
between factors thought to promote thriving among African American 
adolescents.  Researchers could also make efforts to enrich the nature of the data 
collected by surveying the parents and important adults in the lives of youth in 
order to triangulate information about the level of thriving and the experience of 
various forms of support.   
 More researchers in psychology might work to examine factors that 
promote positive development among urban African American youth in their 
studies.  Much of the existing psychological literature on African American 
adolescent development focuses on negative outcomes (Jimerson et al., 2000; 
Eitle et al., 2004; McGee 2003).  Additionally, the inclusion of positive elements 
in the lives of youth (i.e. social support) are often conceptualized as buffers for 
negative influences or preventative factors for negative outcomes (e.g. Li et al., 
2007; Brook & Pahl, 2005; Jagers et al. 2007).  While there is some literature on 
positive factors in the lives of adolescents leading to positive outcomes, it would 
be beneficial for researchers to integrate these approaches and increase 
examinations of positive outcomes among African American youth.  Analyzing 
both positive and negative factors that affect positive and negative outcomes for 
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youth will allow researchers to more fully understand the developmental 
processes of African American adolescents.  Specifically, assessing the 
experience of various forms of social support (e.g. parental, peer, non-familial 
adult, familial adult), engagement in community service, connection with peers, 
and the impact of positive values might increase the understanding of how to 
promote thriving among youth.  Also, continuing to examine how the experience 
of stress related to racial discrimination, being exposed to familial and community 
violence, and poverty relate to positive outcomes will provide increased 
understanding about the relation between risk factors and positive developmental 
outcomes for African American adolescents.  In addition to thriving, researchers 
might continue to examine academic performance, well-being, and general 
psychological functioning as positive outcomes.  
 Practice.  This study was framed to examine factors that are commonly 
found in the lives of African American adolescents that can be intentionally 
harnessed to promote thriving among these youth.  Given this approach, there are 
several practice-related implications from the study.  First, the clear relationship 
between religiosity and thriving points to the important role that religious 
organizations can play in promoting thriving among Christian African American 
adolescents.  Churches might collaborate with parents to develop programs that 
actively engage youth in religious services and activities in a way that helps youth 
to experience the factors in this study that were found to relate to thriving.  
Specifically, the finding that religious support is significantly related to thriving 
speaks to the importance of ensuring that congregation members and leaders 
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make active efforts to provide social support to youth.  Additionally, teaching that 
God plays a supportive role in adolescents’ lives may also help to support the 
development of thriving among religiously-involved African American youth.  
Also, the significant role communalism played in the final model in relation to 
thriving supports the idea that creating a sense of interdependence and 
responsibility for friends and family is an important aspect of positive 
development (Jagers & Mock, 1993; Woods & Jagers, 2003).  Further, findings 
related to communalism and the importance of faith-related factors affirms the 
value of promoting positive development among African American youth by 
conveying traditional African values (Banks, Hogue, Timberlake, & Liddle, 
1997). 
 Researchers and practitioners interested in helping to promote thriving 
among Christian African American adolescents could join with established 
religious organizations in these efforts.  Many churches have a limited number of 
full time ministers or staff members and youth programming is often run by 
volunteers from the congregation.  Collaborations between researchers with 
access to grant funding and churches might be mutually beneficial and produce 
meaningful and effective programming to promote thriving.  These partnership 
could help churches and researchers to thoughtfully implement programs that 
would engage youth in activites that create a sense of community and 
connectedness and provide them with support from church members and leaders. 
Additionally, given that most grants ask researchers and practitioners to work on 
addressing a “problem”, granting agencies might move away from a deficit-
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approach to understanding youth in order to expand the scope of their funding to 
include projects that are aimed at promoting positive outcomes among youth.  
 Involving youth in community service activities where they are 
encouraged to rely on each other and work together might help to foster 
communalism.  Many churches provide important programming for youth, 
however the consistency of this programming over time often varies.  Providing 
consistent, ongoing programming that helps youth to connect with each other and 
adults in the congregation, will likely support the presence of thriving throughout 
development.  Further, providing training for adults and leaders in the churches 
about the thriving indicators and factors that lead to thriving may help them to 
develop more effective programming and work with youth.  
 The aforementioned practice implications can be combined to create a 
church-based prevention program designed to promote thriving among Christian 
African American adolescents.  For example, a prevention program could take 
place over the course of 6 months, and be administered in a church by volunteer 
church members.  In addition to the support youth would receive from the 
volunteer church members, church leaders could also participate in various 
aspects of the program to create opportunities for church leaders to provide 
support to participants.  The program could involve Bible study elements, in 
which participants learn about God as a supportive figure in their lives as well as 
other Christian religious beliefs deemed important by the church.  Throughout the 
course of the program, participants could engage in community service projects 
designed to promote the value of communalism.  The community service projects 
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would be aimed at developing a sense of interdependence by having youth depend 
on each other to carry out the projects and a sense of responsibility among the 
youth through service to their community.  Evaluation should be incorporated to 
examine implementation and outcomes, as well as to assess the extent to which 
the program fosters religiosity, communalism, support, and thriving. 
  Overall, this study provides important information about naturally 
ocurring factors in the lives of many African American adolescents that can be 
actively used to promote thriving among these youth.  This study confirms the 
positive relations between religiosity, religious support, communalism, and 
thriving.  Further, in this study, thriving was conceptualized as a multidimensional 
factor that is thought to be present at varying levels for adolescents across 
development.  The findings of this dissertation help to provide a better 
understanding of what thriving looks like among urban African American 
adolescents and the factors that can promote this element of positive development 
with these youth.  
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CHAPTER V 
SUMMARY 
 The current study investigated factors that are associated with thriving 
among African American adolescents in the context of stressors.  African 
American adolescents face numerous stressors, which at times lead to negative 
outcomes.  However, many of these adolescents are able to thrive in the face of 
risk factors and it is important to understand what helps these adolescents to do 
well.  While researchers have identified some positive factors in the lives of 
African American adolescents, there is limited empirical research examining how 
positive factors foster thriving for these youth.  This study used the transactional-
ecological framework along with principles from positive youth development 
literature to examine naturally occurring individual and contextual factors that 
promote thriving among African American adolescents. 
 Specifically, this study examined how religiosity, religious support, racial 
identity, and communalism relate to thriving.  There is limited existing empirical 
research on thriving and a paucity of research on thriving among African 
American adolescents, more specifically.  In addition to exploring positive factors 
that are likely to promote thriving in the lives of youth, this study also examined 
the negative influence of stressors on thriving because it is important to 
understand how thriving manifests in the context of risk factors.  In this study, it 
was hypothesized that these negative factors would have inverse relationships 
with thriving.   
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 This cross-sectional study included 152 youth participants who were 
surveyed at five Black churches on the south side of Chicago.  Structural equation 
modeling was used to assess whether the proposed model fit the data.  Although 
the proposed model did not fit the data well, a similar model, in which the factors 
that produced non-significant pathways with thriving were removed, produced 
good fit.  Based on the results, it was concluded that religiosity, religious support, 
and communalism are significantly related to thriving among African American 
adolescents.  Neither exposure to violence nor racial discrimination were 
significantly associated with thriving in this study and were thus removed from 
the final model.  Additionally, the latent variables for religiosity, religious 
support, and thriving were determined to be multidimensional based on 
covariance of indicators for these factors.  
 Findings from this study have implications for future theorizing, research, 
and practice.  Through this study, the literature on thriving is expanded by 
confirming significant factors that are associated with thriving among African 
American adolescents.  This study included urban African American adolescent 
participants from Christian churches and future research can expand the findings 
of this study by examining experiences of youth of other races and youth who 
may not be involved in Christian religious organizations.  Additionally, theorists 
can build upon the approach to this study, which integrated theoretical and 
practical frameworks, in the development of future theories regarding positive 
developmental processes for adolescents.  The results also provide practice-
related implications for utilizing naturally occurring resources to promote thriving 
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among African American adolescents.  Overall, the approach to and findings of 
this study make a significant contribution to literature on positive developmental 
outcomes for African American adolescents.  
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Thriving Orientation Measure  
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Organizational Religiousness  
1. How often do you attend church services?  
1—Never  
2—Less than once a year 
3—About once or twice a year 
4—Several times a year 
5—About once a month 
6—2-3 times a month 
7—Nearly every week   
8—Every week 
9—Several times a week 
 
2. Besides church services, how often do you take part in other activities at a place 
of worship? 
1—Never  
2—Less than once a year 
3—About once or twice a year 
4—Several times a year 
5—About once a month 
6—2-3 times a month 
7—Nearly every week   
8—Every week 
9—Several times a week 
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Private Religious Practices  
Please choose the most accurate response to the following questions.  
 
1. How often do you pray privately in places other than at a church?  
1—Several times a day  
2—Once a day 
3—A few times a week 
4—Once a week 
5—A few times a month 
6—Once a month 
7—Less than once a month  
8—Never  
 
2. How often do you watch or listen to religious programs on TV or radio?  
1—Several times a day  
2—Once a day 
3—A few times a week 
4—Once a week 
5—A few times a month 
6—Once a month 
7—Less than once a month  
8—Never  
 
3. How often do you watch or listen to religious programs on TV or radio? 
1—Several times a day  
2—Once a day 
3—A few times a week 
4—Once a week 
5—A few times a month 
6—Once a month 
7—Less than once a month  
8—Never  
 
4. How often are prayers or grace said before alter meals in your home? 
1—At all meals 
2—Once a day  
3—At least once a week 
4—Only on special occasions 
5—Never  
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Importance of Religion 
 
1. Please indicate how important being religious is to you  
1—not important at all 
2—not important  
3—somewhat important 
4—important 
5—very important  
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Religious Support  
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Religious Support Scale 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements with 1 
meaning strongly disagree and 5 meaning strongly agree.  
 
  Strongly 
disagree 
Disagree Neither 
agree or 
disagree 
Agree Strongly 
agree 
1. I can turn to others in my 
church for advice when I have 
problems  
1 2 3 4 5 
2. If something went wrong, my 
church leaders would help me  
1 2 3 4 5 
3. God gives me the sense that I 
belong 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
4. Others in my church care about 
my life and situation 
1 2 3 4 5 
5.  I have worth in the eyes of my 
church leaders 
1 2 3 4 5 
6.  I feel appreciated by God 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
7.  I do not feel close to others in 
my church 
1 2 3 4 5 
8.  I can turn to church leaders for 
advice when I have problems  
1 2 3 4 5 
9.  If something went wrong, God 
would help me  
1 2 3 4 5 
10. Others in my church give me 
the sense that I belong 
1 2 3 4 5 
11.  My church leaders give me the 
sense that I belong 
1 2 3 4 5 
12.  I have worth in the eyes of God 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
13. I feel appreciated by others in 
my church  
 
1 2 3 4 5 
14. I do not feel close to my church 
leaders 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
15.  I can turn to God for advice 
when I have problems 
1 2 3 4 5 
16.  If something went wrong, 
others in my church would help 
me  
1 2 3 4 5 
17.  My church leaders give me the 1 2 3 4 5 
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sense that I belong 
18. God cares about my life and my 
situation 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
19. I have worth in the eyes of 
others in my church  
1 2 3 4 5 
20.  I feel appreciated by my church 
leaders  
 
1 2 3 4 5 
21.  I do not feel close to God  1 2 3 4 5 
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Racial Identity Scale 
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The Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen 
 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements.  
 
  Really 
Disagree 
Kind of 
Disagree 
Neutral Kind of 
Agree 
Really 
agree 
1. I feel close to other Black people 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
2. I have a strong sense of 
belonging to other Black people 
1 2 3 4 5 
3. If I were to describe myself to 
someone, one of the first things 
that I would say is that I’m Black 
1 2 3 4 5 
4. I am happy that I am Black 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
5.  I am proud to be Black 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
6.  I feel good about Black people 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
7.  Most people think that Blacks are 
as smart as people of other races 
1 2 3 4 5 
8.  People think that Blacks are as 
good as people from other races  
1 2 3 4 5 
9.  People from other races think 
that Blacks have made important 
contributions  
1 2 3 4 5 
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Communalism Scale  
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The Social Outlook (Communalism Scale) 
 
      This questionnaire is designed to assess the various ways in which people 
act, feel and think about one another. It is not a test, so there are no “right” or 
“wrong” responses. There is no need to worry about the privacy of your answers 
or how they might compare to the answers of others, as we are interested in 
overall views, not individual points of view. Therefore, please relax and respond 
to each statement as openly and honestly as you possibly can.  
The items on this questionnaire each consist of a single statement. Under 
each statement there is a scale ranging from 1 to 6. In each instance, these 
numbers mean the following: 
 
               1= completely false  
               2= mostly false  
               3= somewhat false (more false than true) 
               4= somewhat true (more true than false) 
               5= mostly true 
               6= completely true  
 
Using this scale, please respond to each statement by circling the number that best 
represents the degree of truth or falseness that the statement has for you. If you 
have no questions, please begin. 
 
1.  Although I might receive a lot of support from my close   social relations, I don’t 
think it is important that I give a lot in return.          
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
2. In my family it is expected that the elderly are cared for by the younger 
generation.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
3. I enjoy being part of a group effort.     
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
4. I believe that I can know myself better by getting to know my family and close 
friends. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
5. I don’t mind if my aunts and uncles come to live with me.  
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1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
6. For me, increasing the quality of the relationships with family and friends is one 
of the most productive ways to spend my time.   
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
7. One big reason why people should own things is so that they can share with 
others. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
8. In my family, there are close friends that we consider family.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
9. I think that it is very important for people to keep up with current events.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
10. There are very few things I would not share with family members.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
11. I am happiest when I am a part of a group. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
12. It is family group membership that gives me a sense of personal identity.   
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
13. Older members of my family are often relied on for advice/guidance.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
14. I don’t mind if my cousins come to live with me.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
15. I would prefer to live in an area where I know I have family members. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
16. I believe that a person has an obligation to work cooperatively with family and 
friends.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
17. It is not unusual for me to call close family friends “uncle”, “aunt”, or “cousin”.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
18. I enjoy helping family members accomplish their goals. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
19. I take care of my own needs before I consider the needs of others.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
20. I don’t believe that people should view themselves as independent of friends and 
family. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
21. I am always interested in listening to what my older relatives have to say because 
I believe that with age comes wisdom. 
  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
22. I prefer to work in a group.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
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23. I am more concerned with personal gains than with those of my family and 
friends.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
24. Among my family members, it is understood that we should turn to one another in 
time of crisis.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
25. I place great value on social relations among people.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
26. I make sacrifices for my family and they do the same for me. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
27. My first responsibility is to myself rather than to my family.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
28. I am constantly aware of my responsibility to my family and friends.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
29. I believe that when people are “close” to one another (like family or friends) they 
should be accountable for each other’s welfare. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
30. I place high value on my duty to the group.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
 
31. We all must depend on others for our existence and fulfillment.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 
false 
Mostly false Somewhat 
false 
Somewhat 
true 
Mostly true Completely 
true 
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Exposure to Violence Scale
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Children’s Exposure to Community Violence  
These items measure frequency of exposure (through sight and sound) to violence 
in one’s home and neighborhood. Respondents are asked to indicate how often 
they have seen or heard certain things around their home, neighborhood, or school 
(not on TV or in movies).  
 
  Never Once or 
Twice 
A Few 
Times 
Many 
Times 
1.  I have heard guns being shot.  
 
!  !  !  !  
2.  I have seen somebody arrested 
 
!  !  !  !  
3. I have seen drug deals 
 
!  !  !  !  
4.  I have seen someone being 
beaten up 
 
!  !  !  !  
5. My house has been broken into 
 
!  !  !  !  
6. I have seen somebody get 
stabbed 
 
!  !  !  !  
7. I have seen somebody get shot 
 
!  !  !  !  
8. I have seen a gun in my home 
 
!  !  !  !  
9. I have seen alcohol such as beer, 
wine or hard liquor in my home 
!  !  !  !  
10. I have seen gangs in my 
neighborhood 
 
!  !  !  !  
11. I have seen somebody pull a gun 
on another person 
!  !  !  !  
12. I have seen somebody in my 
home get shot or stabbed 
!  !  !  !  
 
Scoring and Analysis  
Point values are assigned as follows:  
 Never   = 1 
 Once or Twice = 2 
 A Few Times  = 3 
 Many Times  = 4 
Values are summed and divided by the total number of items (12) for each 
respondent. Intended range is 1-4, with a higher score indicating more frequent 
exposure to acts of crime and violence.  
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Racial Discrimination Scale
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Adolescent Discrimination Distress Index (ADDI) 
Please read the following statements and indicate whether any of the following 
things have happened to you because of your race. If it has happened to you 
please indicate how much it upset you where 1=not at all and 5=extremely 
 
                Has this  
                                                                     happened?                  How much did it upset you? 
  Yes/no Not at 
all 
    Extremely 
1. You were discouraged from 
joining an advanced class 
 1 2 3 4 5 
2. You were wrongly disciplined 
or given after-school detention 
 1 2 3 4 5 
3. You were given a lower grade 
than you deserved 
 1 2 3 4 5 
4. You were discouraged from 
joining a club 
 1 2 3 4 5 
5. Others your age did not 
include you in their activities 
 1 2 3 4 5 
6. People expected more of you 
than they expected others your 
age 
 1 2 3 4 5 
7. People expected less of you 
than they expected others your 
age 
 1 2 3 4 5 
8. People assumed your English 
was poor 
 1 2 3 4 5 
9. You were hassled by the 
police 
 1 2 3 4 5 
10. You were hassled by a store 
clerk or store guard 
 1 2 3 4 5 
11. You were called racially 
insulting names 
 1 2 3 4 5 
12. You received poor service at a 
restaurant 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 
13. People acted as if they thought 
you were not smart 
 1 2 3 4 5 
14. People acted as if they were 
afraid of you 
 1 2 3 4 5 
15. You were threatened 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Note: Institutional Discrimination Distress Subscale (items: 7, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14) 
 Educational Discrimination Distress Subscale (items: 1, 2, 3, 6) 
 Peer Discrimination Distress Subscale (items: 4, 5, 8, 11, 15) 
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